MEASURE FOR MEASURE
In Measure for Measure sin is not represented as 'devilish5:
it is represented as sinful, and that is necessitated by the serious
and earnest character of the whole play. Yet the sinners do not
altogether forfeit our sympathy. And when the unmasked Duke
finally taxes Lucio with his slanders, he is not unequal to the
occasion:
Faith, my lord, I spoke it but according to the trick. If you
will hang me for it, you may; but I had rather it would please
you I might be whipt.
This, then, is how Shakespeare treats the barbarous old story
of Promos and Cassandra, removing its morbid details, harmoniz-
ing its crudities, giving humanity and humour to its low char-
acters, turning it into a consistent tale of intercession for sin,
repentance from and forgiveness of crime. Yet Measure for
Measure is adduced as the supreme proof that, about 1603,
Shakespeare was in a mood of 'self-laceration, weariness, discord,
cynicism, and disgust.'1 He has been in that mood for the two
years since the execution of Essex, and will remain in it for
another four or five. This dominant mood of gloom and dejec-
tion will bring him on one occasion to the verge of madness,
and lead him to write dramas greater than any other man ever
wrote save Aeschylus and Sophocles alone. Then in 1608 Sir
Edmund Chambers will cure him of his seven years of 'profound
disillusionment and discouragement of spirit' by giving him
either the plague, or (alternatively) a nervous break-down.
I hear a gentle voice from Stratford murmur
Good frendj for Jesus sake forbeare.
Yet the critics have one final kick at Measure for Measure.
More Papistical than the Pope, they feel outraged that Isabel
should 'throw her novitiate headdress over the mill'2 and marry
the Duke. Even the sober A. G. Bradley thought that here
Shakespeare lent himself to 'a scandalous proceeding'.s Yet
1J. DOVER WILSON, op. cit., p. 117.
2 New Cambridge Shakespeare, p. xxxi.
3 Shakespearean Tragedy, p. 78.
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